Just last week, I received an e-mail about the Quintessence Breastfeeding Challenge, which is intended to "celebrate" breastfeeding and to draw the attention of media to the benefits of human milk. The worldwide challenge is to see how many women can fit into one site and breastfeed simultaneously at 11 AM on October 4, 2003. However, I question whether media coverage of an event of this type in the United States provides the desired outcome, which I would assume is that when women and their families see it, they will choose breastfeeding over formula feeding for their own infants.
A recent study by Li et al 1 suggests that this is not the case. In their survey, which reported results for 2369 US respondents, they found that 27% felt that "it is embarrassing for a mother to breastfeed in front of others," and 30.6% felt that 1-year-old children should not be breastfed by their mothers. These beliefs were held by a greater percentage of low-income and African American respondents, respectively, than for the general population studied. And in the United States, both of these groups are significantly less likely to choose breastfeeding for their infants than the national average. Effective breastfeeding promotion campaigns that incorporate the media are key to changing these attitudes among young women and their families.
So, my question is whether media coverage of the Quintessence Challenge (and the media will undoubtedly focus on the mother who is breastfeeding a toddler, or 2 children of different ages simultaneously) will target our US breastfeeding goals and initiatives, or whether it will have the opposite effect, especially for these vulnerable population groups. Does having several hundred mothers breastfeeding in one room use our media leverage and lactation resources wisely, for example, to increase the rates of lactation initiation and duration? Or does it label us as activists and/or "fanatics" who inadvertently dissuade poor and/or minority women from making the best choices for their infants? Wouldn't a different sort of promotional media campaign, such as the upcoming Ad Council effort, which takes these evidence-based concerns into account, be more effective?
I think a closer examination of the motivations and outcomes of these types of events, with respect to their impact on our national health objectives, should be incorporated into our public research and policy agenda. Let's use our knowledge and enthusiasm to make a difference for those we try to serve, especially those who are statistically unlikely to share the unique benefits of human milk with their infants.
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